Nowadays, the examination of mummies with the computed tomography (CT) method has revealed, that even in the ancient world, 3500-6000 years BC, a variety of vascular and heart diseases were common, and they could also be the cause of death. For example, Adell H. Allam et al., in 2011 (Journal of the American College of Cardiology, 2011 , published the data on 52 mummies, investigating which in 44 cases vascular and cardiac structures could be identified, of which 20 showed signs of arteriosclerosis with calcification of vascular walls. Severe cardiac coronary atherosclerosis with calcification was found in two mummies (1550 th -1580 th BC). This discovery is the oldest documented evidence of coronary atherosclerosis in humans many centuries before the beginning of our era.
Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death today, killing more than 17 million people a year (2010) . Sadly, the forecast of experts, epidemiologists is quite negative. It is anticipated that in 2030 there will be over 23 million deaths brought about by this pathology -cardiovascular disease. And all of this -in spite of very extensive preventive actions taken to control the disease. Thromb. Vasc. Biol., 24, 2004, 331-336 ).
An alarmingly high occurrence and mortality from cardiovascular disease is the reason for exceptional public attention focussed on the search for solutions. Of course, the activities are directed toward prevention -the measures to reduce the rate of new cases. These measures include promoting a healthy living regime, cardiovascular disease adjustable risk management and control.
Undeniably, timely treatment of patients is of a great importance. One group of diseases -cardiovascular diseasestill is the main cause of death in the world's population. Within only one year, 17 to 17.5 million people die. It is a much greater number than those that pass away in war, violence, due to injuries, more than those killed by oncologic diseases and other illnesses.
In Latvia, cardiovascular disease is common and the cause of death is more than 50% of all deaths. It is the leading cause of death in the country.
Statistical data show that in 2015 a total of 28 179 people died in Latvia, of which 16 135 passed away because of cardiovascular pathology. It amounts to 57%. This is an acute and disturbing fact. It is estimated that in Latvia about 19% of the population suffer from cardiovascular pathology, which accounts for approximately 380 000 people. According to forecasts of international experts, the disease epidemiologists regarding the increase in mortality, this trend is clearly marked also in Latvia. For instance, in 2011, per 100 000 of the population, 776.1 people died of cardiovascular diseases, in 2011, this number was 760.9, in 2012 -801.9, in 2013 -812.8, in 2014 -806.1 and in 2015 -815 .9 people.
The world has responded with very extensive, massive, financially very costly treatment and prevention activities. Cardiology and cardiac surgery centres have been created. Changes of national legislation have been introduced in or- Vol. 71 (2017) The original development since 1969 had been very complicated and demanding, because the insufficient experience was largely due to the limited opportunities to purchase the expensive technology. The road was thorny. At that time, in the 1970s, heart surgery was evolving globally. Good professional, collegial contacts developed with cardiac surgery centres in many universities. In my opinion, the paramount role in supporting cardiac surgery was played by the alliance created at that time: academic department, hospital and research laboratory. Their work was coordinated and highly focussed. I think, the creator of this alliance was Professor Anatolijs Bïugers, once very popular in Latvia.
The Latvian Cardiosurgical Centre, working under the guidance of professor Jânis Volkolâkovs, has mostly retained the previous trends of activities and continues to develop them in a new quality. They include valvular heart surgery, myocardial revascularisation, ascending aortic surgery, surgical correction of heart rhythm disorders, treatment of heart failure by means of mechanical ventricles and heart transplants.
A great revolutionary event took place on 10 April 2002 -a successful heart transplantation was carried out. The experience accumulated to date encompasses 24 transplant operations, in 2015 -a successful heart transplantation to a child.
The most vivid moments in the development of the Centre:
1. The professional recognition extended by the superpower of the time to professor John Volkolâkovs, granting the State Prize for achievements in the development of cardiac surgery (1977).
2. Stabilisation of the quality and supply of medical technology after the restoration of Latvia's independence.
3. Increase of assistance to residents of Latvia, since 2007, with opportunities to perform more than 1000 operations with artificial vasculature and increase of the survival rate after these operations up to 99% and more. In 2014, a heart surgery under artificial vasculature conditions was carried out on 1089 patients and in 2015 -on 1107 patients. The most advanced heart valve mechanical and biological prostheses have been used. (Figs. 1, 2 and 3 ). Looking into the history of development and formation, the most important aspect must be noted -continuity and assertive, targeted daily work of the great staff of the Latvian Cardiology Centre. Its motto -Salus aegroti suprema lex -has indeed always been the main driving and motivating force. This theme must always be retained, and carried into the future.
And yet the question remains: What is the heart?! A pump?
The power centre? The prohibited organ? Abode of the soul? The Sun?
In any case -the heart is not just a pump! Fig. 1 . Heart valve mechanical prostheses. Fig. 2 . Edwards Lifesciences xenopericardial bioprosthesis Intuity. 
